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Michael Mehaffy (Moderator), Research Director of the Future
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As we work to implement the Sustainable Development
Goals and the New Urban Agenda – and other seminal
challenges of urban equity, resiliency, and sustainability of
our time – the role of public space looms especially large.
Yet there is a major gap in the resources available to assess
and synthesize research, and translate it into effective
practice. Join us for a presentation and discussion of
TerraPublica, a new database developed by colleagues at
the Centre for the Future of Places at KTH Royal Institute of
Technology, Stockholm, and allied institutions.



“New Urban Agenda” -
Developed and approved at Habitat III, Quito, Ecuador;
adopted by acclamation by all 193 countries, Dec. 2016



New Urban Agenda:

A notable emphasis on 
public
space (the subject of nine 
separate paragraphs)



Public space benefits identified in the New Urban Agenda: 

…social interaction and inclusion
…human health and well-being
…economic exchange
…cultural expression
…improving the resilience of cities to disasters and climate change
…physical and mental health 
…household and ambient air quality, to reducing noise
…promoting attractive and liveable cities [and] human settlements
…prioritizing the conservation of endemic species.



Public space linkages between documents:

New Urban Agenda:

We commit ourselves to promoting the creation and maintenance of 
well- connected and well-distributed networks of open, 
multipurpose, safe, inclusive, accessible, green and quality 
public spaces…

Sustainable Development Goals, Target 11.7:

- By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and 
accessible, green and public spaces...



Public space matters!

We miss it when we don’t have it… 
For a reason!

Lessons of COVID-19



Lessons of COVID-19

The pandemic has exacerbated (and 
also revealed) the problems of an 
already over-encapsulated, high-

emissions, high-depletion, high-impact, 
car-dependent lifestyle…

…with highest impacts (like the virus 
itself) on the most vulnerable 

populations, including the poor, the 
infirm, the young, and the elderly… 



“Density” in the abstract is not the problem in the 
age of COVID-19.  The pattern of connectivity is.

Original drawing from UK Urban Task Force, 1999

Lessons of COVID-19



There are ways to maintain 
mixed,  walkable cities with 
good-quality public space, by 
providing “sociable 
distancing”

Lessons of COVID-19



More broadly… Public space needs to protect
us as well as connect us.

It must exclude as well as include.

It must do that at a variety of scales.



The foundation of urban connectivity



“...What is required is a new definition of the city, as a 
contact system, as a set of interactions and flows that define 
the kinds of networks that enable creativity and innovation 

to thrive and grow.”

- Mike Batty and Peter Ferguson

…while also creating remarkable efficiencies and 
reductions of resource consumption rates…



A better understanding of “the kind of problem a city is…”(Jacobs)



The importance of “weak ties” formed in public 
spaces and adjoining semi-public ones 

(versus “strong ties” formed at home or work, 
and in most social media relationships)



Public space benefits: Economic…



Public space benefits: Resilience and adaptation…



“The degradation and fortification of urban public space”

- One of four “key conditions” of deaths from the 1995 
Chicago heat wave as listed by Klinenberg

Public space benefits: Resilience and adaptation…



“Social infrastructure” (within public space)

Public space benefits: Resilience and adaptation…



- Reducing heat island effects (Kelbaugh)
- Increasing shade and comfort (Hakim)
- Reducing pavement area per person (Litman) 
- Reducing emissions per person (UNFCC) 
- Providing water infiltration zones (flood risk reduction) (Gill, 

Handley, Ennos, Pauleit)
- Supporting low-carbon, low-resource consumption lifestyles
- And other benefits…  

Public space benefits: Climate, resources, ecology…



The Challenge of Implementation 
Yet public space is currently in alarming decline around the 
world… Does this matter? If so, what do we do about it?



The Current 
Global Challenge…

Still moving in the wrong direction



Rapid urbanisation:  We are on track to produce more urban fabric 
in the first half of the 21st Century than in all of previous  human history



Rapid urbanisation:  We are on track to produce more urban fabric 
in the first half of the 21st Century than in all of previous  human history



Rapid urbanisation in many parts of the world: some good 
news, but also many alarming aspects.   Much of what
Is being built is sprawling and resource-inefficient…



South America

Eastern EuropeAfrica

Asia



Explosive growth of informal settlements…



And “market-rate” development that is resource-intensive, 
high-emissions, high-depletion… in a word, unsustainable.



We in developed economies need to recognize 
the urgent need to overcome poverty and its ills...



While finding a viable alternative to this model... the “crack 
cocaine” of economic development (sprawl in the periphery, 
gentrification in the core)

A quick economic “high” followed by a (planetary) hangover…



In both cases, failing to fully provide what cities can…



“...What is required is a new definition of the city, as a 
contact system, as a set of interactions and flows that define 
the kinds of networks that enable creativity and innovation 

to thrive and grow.”

- Mike Batty and Peter Ferguson

…while also creating remarkable efficiencies and 
reductions of resource consumption rates…



Public Space Research Questions 

But getting the language adopted is one thing; 
actually achieving the goals is quite another!

Key questions:

-What is the structure of public space?
-Why does it matter? What are the benefits?
-What is the EVIDENCE of this? (Persuasive?)
-How does it function? (Processes)
-How does it fail, or succeed?
-How can we create and/or manage it?



And especially…

How do we gather and share this knowledge?

Public Space Research Questions 



CFP Public Space Research Database 
Project “TerraPublica”

A project to curate research on public space 
scattered across many different fields

Environmental 
Psychology

Economics

Sociology

Geography

Urban
Planning

Anthropology
Urban 
Design

Regional
Science

Terra
Publica

















Early Conclusions:
- There is a large but incomplete body of literature on 

public space, with many gaps
- It is scattered across disciplines and the picture is 

fragmented
- Nonetheless, there are clear impacts from variations 

in public space structure as it relates to larger 
patterns of urban form and regional structure

- There are particular impacts in the relation between 
public space and adjacencies of private spaces

- These structures have impacts on urbanization 
pathways for resilience and adaptation, among other 
impacts  

- The field is dynamic, with exciting new developments



Thank you!
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